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	1. Chapter 1

AN: This will be AU for after the first movie. So if you haven't seen the second yet, don't worry – no spoilers, although I will be taking some plot points from the TV series.

Also, this is my first time writing for this fandom, but not my first foray into dragons. This is gonna be so much fun.

**ch 1**

There is something _off_ about Hiccup.

It goes beyond the usual – of course he's a stick among Vikings, of course he'd rather read or draw than fight. Of course he's always been different. This is more than strange, though.

It's in the way _all_ dragons seem to listen to him, not just Toothless. It's there in the confidence he has around them, something he sorely lacks when he's with the villagers. He tames dragons that no one else can touch (although let's be honest – he's the only one willing to try except for Snotlout), and even though the dragons have their respective riders, he's the only one they _always_ listen to, the only one who can get right up next to them when they're at their wildest.

He's just better than everyone at it, and for someone who has never been good at anything, it's strange.

The shouts probably echo all throughout Berk. The argument isn't a new one. Toothless hunches down by the door, eyes narrowed, watching as Stoick and Hiccup go at it. It doesn't take long for the boy's pleading words to be drowned out by his father's booming voice. That happens frequently during their arguments, the dragon has noticed. Stoick doesn't necessarily win by virtue of being right. He's just so loud he can't hear his own son.

As usual, Toothless is the topic of the argument. Only the dragon can push Hiccup beyond frustrated and into a fury.

Just as Stoick's hands clench into fists, Hiccup breaks. He turns and flees the house, the door slamming behind him only to be knocked open again by Toothless bounding after him. For a moment, the dragon just runs beside him (well, Toothless isn't really _running_; Hiccup isn't that fast), then he huffs in frustration and grabs the boy by the back of his shirt and _really_ starts running. Hiccup just curls up into a ball and lets the dragon carry him into the woods, farther and faster than he could possibly get on his own.

It'll take longer for Stoick to find them this way.

Toothless just stands there, Hiccup dangling from his mouth, waiting for the boy to speak. The forest is silent, the kind that usually falls when a deadly predator is in the area. It's the kind of silence that makes good Vikings take notice, but Hiccup is not bothered by it. After all, the deadly predator is his best friend.

He goes limp. "You can put me down now." he says softly. Toothless does so, gently setting the boy on the ground. Hiccup lets himself fall into a sitting position, and Toothless curls around him, cooing softly. Hiccup leans against his shoulder, head down, fighting back the tears. The dragon nudges him with his snout.

_He's right, you know._

Hiccup shakes his head viciously. "He's not."

_He is._ Toothless says softly. _He has seen nothing to prove otherwise._

"I've tried, bud." the boy whispers. "I've tried, but not even _Astrid_ believes me. How am I supposed to explain it to them if they can't hear what I can?" He closes his eyes. Toothless watches him for a moment, considering.

_You could always show them._

"No."

_See, that attitude isn't going to help anything._

"No." Hiccup glares at him. It probably loses something with tear-stained eyes, but at least Toothless doesn't laugh at the sight. "I'm not going to expose you like that."

Toothless snorts. _Expose me?_

"Haven't you noticed? Anytime Dad thinks there's something wrong with me, if it's related to dragons, he takes it out on you." The boy looks away. "I won't let that happen. Besides, it's not just Dad. You know exactly how competitive Snotlout is. We may be on good terms now, but – there's a reason I'm wary of him, okay? So no."

Toothless huffs a sigh. _You don't have to be scared anymore._

"Old habits die hard."

_Well, that habit should be dead and buried right now._ Toothless points out. _You have me. You have all of the dragons on Berk. We're not going to let you face anything alone._ He nudges the boy again and stands up. _Come on. You don't want Astrid seeing you like this._

Hiccup nods and wipes at his face. Toothless leans down and gently licks the tears away. Hiccup tolerates the extra attention. When his face is dry (sort of), they make the trek back to the village. This time, Toothless lets Hiccup set the pace. There is no real hurry, after all.

By the time they make it back to the house, the other dragon riders have gathered in the square. Stoick stands by the door, arms crossed over his chest, ready to continue the argument. The others watch, waiting to see what all the fuss was about.

Hiccup leans against Toothless's neck. He barely glances at the others, keeping his eyes entirely on his father.

"Either Toothless sleeps inside, or I sleep outside." he says flatly. "That's how it's gonna be."

Dragons haven't been on Berk for very long. Maybe six months. That's not a long time for Vikings. Hiccup is still getting used to his new leg, the adults still flinch and cry out when dragons go flying over the village, and Stoick, while showing Hiccup some understanding during and after the battle with the dragon queen, has slipped right back into his usual habits when it comes to dealing with Hiccup.

All of this means one thing – the dragons sleep outdoors. Even Stormfly, who shares a bond with Astrid that might compare to the one Toothless has with Hiccup, sleeps in the woods just outside of her human's house. Toothless is the only dragon who insists on sleeping indoors, near Hiccup.

And Stoick _hates it._ He let the dragon get away with it before, because Hiccup was hurt and maybe dying and the dragon would snap at anyone who got too close. Including Stoick. The chief glares at his son. "You wouldn't dare."

Hiccup lifts his chin. "Try me."

Beside him, Toothless shifts his stance, pulling the boy closer to him. Finally, Stoick just throws up his arms and walks away, growling under his breath about stubborn children. Hiccup grins. "That would be a yes."

Behind him, Stormfly sighs. _That's an awful lot of fuss over sleeping arrangements._ she observes.

Toothless huffs. _It's the principle of the matter._

Astrid, oblivious to the conversation, approaches Hiccup. "That's what this is about? You getting your pet dragon permission to sleep inside?" She sounds like she's three seconds away from punching him and actually meaning it this time. When she uses this tone, Hiccup usually backs down quickly and makes up some sort of lie that might placate her.

But Hiccup is too angry to bother this time.

"He's not my pet." he says darkly. "He's my best friend, and he sleeps with me." He turns and beckons Toothless to follow him, flashing a smile at Stormfly as they pass. "Come on, bud. Let's go find some bedding for you. That floor cannot be comfortable."

Snotlout just grunts. "Eh, he's always been weird. Why should this be any different?"

Astrid nods, but she still can't shake the feeling that there's more to this than she can see.

/-/

AN: Crappy set up chapter is done! (Finally) So drop me a line and let me know what you think.


	2. Chapter 2

AN: Holy crap guys, 12 reviews on one chapter in one day? It's been a long time since I've gotten that kind of response. You guys are epic!

For future reference, if you see italics like _this_, that's emphasis.

Italics like _'this'_ is dragon speak. I hope that clears a few things up for my guest reviewer. If not, please review again and let me know what I can do to make things clearer. I'm not sure I understood your request very well.

**ch 2**

Hiccup remembers the first time he ever heard Toothless talk to him, and knew what it was.

For his entire life, he's heard strange voices during the dragon raids. Snippets of conversations in voices he doesn't recognize about things that don't make sense – unless the dragons were speaking to each other. Hiccup made it a point not to listen. He's strange enough as it is. Even as a child, he understood what being connected to the dragons in any way meant. So he didn't listen.

When he found Toothless, the dragon never spoke. Hiccup learned to read his body language, learned to communicate in kind, and that seemed to work well for them. In fact, he never thought about the strange voices as he worked to get the dragon back into the skies. It wasn't until during the fight with the queen that he heard it again – and this time, he knew.

'_You traitor! I will kill you both!'_

'_Try it! I don't live under your command!'_

And Hiccup knew.

The next thing he remembers after the queen is waking up – or at least, trying to – in his bed, struggling to regain consciousness, and hearing Toothless curled up beside him, head resting at the boy's side, talking quietly to him.

The first words the dragon ever spoke directly to him, and he was pleading for the boy's life.

'_Come on, hatchling, you have to wake up. I just found you – I can't lose you so soon.'_

Hiccup shakes his head to clear away the thoughts. Astrid sits down next to him, watching as Stormfly and Toothless play in the surf. She glances at him. "That was a pretty epic fight earlier." she muses. Hiccup just shrugs. He doesn't feel like getting punched today. Actually, with the mood Toothless has been in all day, he might just attack her if she did. Astrid frowns. "So why is this so important?"

"He isn't my pet." he says softly. She snorts.

"Yeah, I know. Best friend and all that. But you got other friends now, _human_ friends." She turns her attention fully on him. "Friends that your dad will actually approve of."

Hiccup gives her a dirty look. "Are you referring to Snotlout, who has used me as a punching back since I was five; the twins, who would team up against me and trap me places so Snotlout could punch me as he pleased; or maybe Fishlegs, who hid in his books and did nothing but stay out of the way?" He returns his attention to the dragons. "Or you, who never knew I existed until the day I found Toothless?"

Astrid winces. "That's harsh, you know."

"That's the truth." he retorts. "You want me to give up Toothless, who accepted me when no one else would, who _never _ hurt me, for _them_?" He pulls his knees up to his chest and hugs them there. He's just grateful Toothless hasn't picked up on the conversation. The dragon doesn't like it when others upset his hatchling. "I can't do that, Astrid."

"Look, I know we've screwed up, but maybe – "

"Not yet." Hiccup overrides her. "It hasn't been that long. It's not long enough for the villagers to accept the dragons, it's not long enough for my dad to stop hoping I'll suddenly turn into a proper Viking, and it's not long enough for me to forgive anyone." He rests his chin on his knees. "Maybe one day. But not yet."

Astrid nods. "I suppose that's fair." She returns her attention to the dragons. "I wonder what they think about when they play?"

Hiccup snorts. "They have a bet going to see how long Toothless can evade Stormfly. Loser has to clean the winner's scales tonight. Salt water is gonna itch like crazy when it dries." That much he's picked up from the random bits he can hear over the waves.

Astrid laughs. "You always were the more creative of us."

Hiccup bites his lip but says nothing. She can't hear what he can. She can't hear Stormfly yelling curses as she tries to catch Toothless, or Toothless laughing and taunting her, keeping her in the game. Astrid can't hear any of it, and for the life of him, Hiccup can't figure out _why._

Why can he hear the dragons when no one else can?

It's not because the dragons only talk to him. He knows Meatlug talks to Fishlegs all the time, desperately trying to get her favored human to respond to her. He's heard Hookfang curse at Snotlout when the boy tries to force him to do something he doesn't want to do. Only Stormfly seems to be content with things, but then again, she always winds up talking to Hiccup.

So what makes Hiccup so special?

Astrid calls Stormfly to her, and the two leave, waving good-bye to Hiccup and Toothless. Hiccup leans against the dragon's side.

"So, is she gonna be washing your scales?" he asks.

Toothless snorts. _'Nope. That's your job.'_ He leans down and licks Hiccup's cheek. _'I heard you two talking.'_

Hiccup sighs. "This can only end one of two ways."

The dragon ignores the sarcasm. _'What did that Snot-kid do to you?'_

The boy doesn't respond at first. He just closes his eyes and lets his body go limp against his dragon's while the sun sinks into a blood-stained sea. "Toothless, for the sake of _not_ starting another war, don't ask me that."

He feels the scaly body tense. _'That does nothing to reassure me.'_

"Yeah, well, neither does that."

From further up the beach, Astrid and Stormfly watch the two. Astrid's eyes narrow. "Sometimes, I'd swear he's actually talking with him. Like Toothless is _responding_ to him."

Stormfly snorts. _'Of course he is. We're not animals.'_

But of course, Astrid doesn't hear her.


	3. Chapter 3

AN: Enough set up. Now, some plot!

**ch 3**

Of course, word gets out pretty quick that Berk no longer fights dragons. The other tribes grow curious. They want to find out what happened to change Stoick's mind. So the chief agrees to a meeting of the tribes, a large gathering where all the tribes send five representatives (including their chiefs) to Berk to see the situation for themselves.

A week after winning the whole sleeping arrangements argument, the first of the ships come in.

For once, the riders are not with their dragons. Stoick ordered the dragons out of sight, at least until all the tribes arrive. The riders are down at the docks, greeting old friends and meeting new ones and generally making a nuisance of themselves. Technically speaking, this is where Hiccup should be. He is the son of the chief. He should be at the docks with his father, greeting the dignitaries and securing alliances.

It should come as no surprise then that he's actually on the cliffs, watching the ships come in, and surrounded by dragons. Toothless, who even under the best of conditions does not like being separated from his hatchling, stands protectively over him while he sits on the cliff edge, feet dangling in the air. Toothless keeps half his attention on Hiccup, the other half on the arriving ships.

'_They scare you.'_ he observes.

Hiccup snorts. "They always have. Never saw them often enough to get used to them, and most of them are rougher than the twins." Behind him, Barf and Belch chuckle. He ignores them. "They come by just often enough for us all to remember them, but not often enough that I know anything about them. This could end in disaster for all I know."

Somewhere to his left, Hookfang lets out a choking laugh. _'We're dragons, hatchling. Survival is what we do. You don't have to worry about us.'_

That thought makes Hiccup smile. Hookfang sounds just as arrogant as Snotlout can (although not quite as irritating). No wonder the two get along so well. "Well, I'm going to anyway." he tells the Nightmare. "Someone has to look after you guys."

Meatlug hums. _'Someone should probably be looking after you.'_ she points out. _'Your flight doesn't seem to take your safety seriously.'_

Stormfly makes a snorting sound. _'Humans do things differently.'_ she says. _'You've seen the children in battle before. You know what they make them do in the kill ring. Safety is not their concern.'_

'_But he's not a child!'_ Meatlug protests. _'He's a hatchling! He should be treated like one, right?'_

Hiccup wants to protest that. He wants to say that things are different now, that the Vikings don't use the kill ring anymore, but honestly, he doesn't know how long that will last. With the new tribes arriving, there's no telling who is going to influence who here.

He's also given up on trying to convince them that he is inherently not a hatchling. It's quite clear he was born human, but then Toothless called him _hatchling_ one day, and the others have picked up on it. Now he rarely hears his name from them. He's always _the hatchling_. It doesn't really matter though – he likes the name. It's better than being Hiccup the Useless.

Thankfully, Barf and Belch interrupt the conversation. _'We have a bigger problem.'_ they say. Zippleback heads always speak as if they are one. _'What do we do if the human alpha changes his mind about us?'_

That gets everyone's attention. Toothless looks down, studying the top of Hiccup's head. _'Then we leave.' _ he says quietly. _'And we take whoever wants to come with us.'_

Hiccup likes that. He knows he's included in that _we_, and the dragons take it for granted that he is. Toothless has declared him a hatchling, and a hatchling he is. They don't know that Hiccup has never known that kind of unconditional acceptance before. They don't realize what that means to him.

They don't realize what he'll do to protect that.

Instead, he sighs and stands up. "Well, I suppose I've made Dad wait long enough." he says. "I should head down to the docks."

Toothless narrows his eyes. _'You don't have to.'_

"Unfortunately, I do. Or there's just going to be another screaming contest tonight." Hiccup sighs. "As it stands, I'm only gonna get a lecture." He reaches out and places a hand on Toothless's snout. "See you tonight?"

The dragon huffs. _'Of course.'_ Hiccup smiles at him and heads down the path back to the beach, limping slightly. Toothless frowns as he watches him go. Some days are harder than others. Already the Night Fury knows that Hiccup will be abandoning his bed and seeking the dragon's warmth for comfort. It seems to help the aches in his leg.

For the first time, Stormfly speaks up. _'You worry too much. His sire will protect him.'_

Toothless snorts. _'I don't trust his sire.'_

Stormfly gives him a pointed look. _'Then go down there and protect him yourself, you silly dragon.'_

The Night Fury doesn't need any more prodding. He jumps from the cliff and glides down to the sands below before taking off to catch up with his hatchling.

Hookfang huffs. _'Stubborn dragon. Doesn't he realize the hatchling wants his protection as much as he wants to give it?'_

/-/

Down on the beach, Hiccup almost avoids his father's notice. Almost.

"Where have you been?" Stoick growls at him. Hiccup shrugs, never taking his eyes from the influx of new Vikings.

"On the cliffs." he says.

"With the dragons, no doubt."

Hiccup flinches at the acid in his father's voice. He can't respond in the face of that. No matter how many times Toothless tells him _don't be afraid_, Hiccup can honestly say he is scared of his father. To be more accurate, he's scared of his father's anger. He knows instinctively that anger is not directed at him this time – Stoick hates having other Viking tribes on his island under the best of circumstances – but once too often of being in the wrong place at the wrong time has taught Hiccup that doesn't matter. He can just as easily become the target of Stoick's anger.

Stoick has never hurt the boy. At least, not physically. Still, all small creatures fear all creatures bigger than them, especially when they're angry.

The chief glances down at him, and gentles his voice. "I'm sorry, son. It's just – "

"I know." Hiccup says quietly. "Too soon and too much."

"Exactly." He reaches down and places a gentle hand on the boy's shoulder. "Are the dragons behaving themselves?"

"Well, the others are." Hiccup says, glad to be back on a subject he can say with certainty he's an expert on. "Knowing Toothless, he's probably hiding in the shadows somewhere keeping an eye on me."

Stoick lets out a sound that might be a chuckle. "Well then, let's hope no one makes any threatening moves towards you."

Hiccup honestly laughs at that. "Non-threatening Vikings? Yeah right."

Together, the two of them greet the ships for the rest of the afternoon, Toothless a silent shadow at their backs.


	4. Chapter 4

**ch 4**

"We're going to have problems with Dagur." Hiccup says. He and Stoick sit in front of the fire, Toothless curled up behind Hiccup and purring contentedly. "How he wound up leader of the Berserker tribe is beyond me."

"Knowing the crazy fool, he probably killed anyone who challenged him." Stoick mutters darkly. He glances over at Toothless. "Listen, Hiccup – about the dragons."

Hiccup stiffens. Conversations that start this way have never ended well. Toothless gently nudges him. _'Don't be afraid.'_ the dragon murmurs. Hiccup nods and forces himself to look up at Stoick. For once, the chief doesn't look angry or cold. He looks from son to dragon, and his face softens.

"How intelligent are they?"

Hiccup blinks. That wasn't a question he was expecting. "Very."

Stoick nods. "Does he understand us?"

Hiccup returns the nod. "They all do."

"Hm. That explains the sleeping arrangements."

Toothless snorts. _'Only pets sleep outside.'_ he mutters darkly. _'I am not a pet.'_ Hiccup just smiles as the dragon's irritation. Stoick continues, and Hiccup's attention snaps back to his father.

"Listen, Hiccup – I'm just an old Viking. I don't change easily, but I promise I'll try." Stoick takes a deep breath. "No one except me is deciding whether or not dragons have a place on Berk. Not the Berserkers, not anyone. That is my decision, and mine alone."

Hiccup nods. "Thanks, Dad."

Stoick grunts. "And you – Toothless." The Night Fury looks up at him. "It's my job to keep these idiots from killin' each other while they're on my island." Toothless snorts to show understanding. Stoick nods. "But if anyone tries ta hurt Hiccup, you got my permission to do whatever it takes to make them regret it."

Toothless bares his teeth in a dragon grin. It's very different from the gum smile he gives Hiccup when he's happy. This smile is almost terrifying. _'With pleasure.'_

Hiccup calmly places his face in his hand. "I can take care of myself, you know."

Toothless nudges him. _'I'm sure you can, walking target.'_

Hiccup can't help but laugh at that, even if it leaves Stoick looking at him like he's lost his mind.

/-/

Another few days, and Stoick stands at the docks, welcoming the last ship. This one, instead of flying a Viking flag, has an intricate tapestry hanging from its mast, green with gold knot work decorating the center, and Stoick groans. At his side, Hiccup blinks.

"Who are they?"

"The Celts." Stoick mutters. "I should have known."

Hiccup blinks. "The Celts? Never heard of them."

Stoick shrugs. "All I know is, they're from an island close to the mainland, and they've always been trying to get the closer tribes to stop fighting the dragons." he says. "I'm not surprised they found their way here."

"The mainland is pretty far away." Hiccup says doubtfully. "How did they get word that fast?"

Beside him, Toothless watches the ship with interest. _'I've heard about the Celts.'_ he says quietly. _'Their respect for dragons is almost mythical. A lot of us think it's a trap of some sorts, but the dragons that live in their land have never complained.'_ Hiccup nods.

Stoick responds, never glancing at Toothless. "Probably a trading vessel." He takes a step forward as the Celts step off the ship. Hiccup frowns.

"Why would a trading vessel be out here?" he murmurs. "It doesn't look like we'd have anything they'd want." The group steps off the boat – a tall, red-headed woman with bright green eyes and four smiliarly-colored shorter men – and Stoick greets them. Hiccup watches from a safe distance, Toothless hidden in the shadows beside him. The dragon nudges him with his nose.

'_Hiccup – the second one on the right. Around his neck.'_

Hiccup looks. The sight turns his stomach. It's not uncommon for warriors to create jewelry using the parts of their kills. The sight of dragon-made trophies still makes the boy sick. This man wears a necklace made of dragon scales and teeth. They shimmer in the dim light. Hiccup takes a step forward, automatically sheltering Toothless with his body

"Whoever she is, that one is a slayer." he mutters.

Toothless hisses. _'Yes, he is. Now will you please – '_

Stoick's voice cuts them off. "Hiccup, now that everyone has gathered, the other tribes would like a demonstration tomorrow morning."

Hiccup feels sick. "What kind of demonstration?"

"They want to know the dragons are tamed." the chief says. "So it'll be up to you and Astrid to show off – especially you. If a Night Fury can be tamed, any of them can." Toothless growls lightly. "Ah, stuff it, devil. I know you can fake it."

Hiccup blinks. The urge to laugh is almost overwhelming. "When did you learn to read Toothless so well?"

Stoick grins sheepishly. "I made a guess."

Now Hiccup is laughing, the sound shaking his body. "Well, you guessed right." he chuckles. "Could have fooled me."

Despite himself, Stoick chuckles. "Go on, get back to the house. I got to get the Celts settled in."

Hiccup and Toothless turn to leave, but not before Hiccup notices the strange woman's eyes on him. There's something there, a _hunger_ Hiccup doesn't like. It sends shivers down his spine.

As they walk away, the woman nods to herself. That boy is the key to everything. She knows it.

/-/

AN: Well, I did have this chapter finished last night, then my computer crashed and I had to retype it. Oh well. Let me know what you think!


	5. Chapter 5

**ch 5**

By the time Hiccup makes it to the Great Hall the next morning, he can already tell there's going to be trouble. Dagur and Snotlout are sitting together like old friends, talking and laughing, and the other riders are sitting nearby. The first thing Hiccup notices is Hookfang and Stormfly sitting just outside the Hall. Dragons still aren't allowed inside, and normally they find other things to do while their humans are occupied, but this time they stay close. Hiccup pauses.

"What's wrong?" he asks quietly.

Hookfang snorts. _'That boy is trouble. Be careful, hatchling.'_

Hiccup merely nods and walks inside. Toothless hangs back at the door, unwilling to let Hiccup out of his sight for long. Hiccup takes his place at the table beside Astrid. She smiles and nods to him. He nods in return, unable to meet her smile. The dragons are uneasy with the newcomers, and Hiccup can't figure out if that's because of him. Hiccup has never gotten along with the Vikings of his own tribe, let alone the others, and the dragons are fiercely protective of the boy who helped stop the war.

Before he can greet the others, Dagur opens his mouth.

"Well, if it isn't Stoick's little runt." he taunts. "Tell me, is it true you tamed a Night Fury?"

Hiccup really wants to laugh at that. In the beginning, that's exactly what he thought he was doing. "No." he says flatly. "He's my friend."

Dagur makes a face. "Friends? With a dragon? They're just animals."

"Hardly." Hiccup takes a sip of his drink and turns to Astrid. "Dad wants us to do our demonstration at noon. I just came by to tell you that." With that he picks up his cup and turns to leave the hall. Dagur is quick to follow him. Hiccup sighs. "Go away, Dagur. You can ask me all the questions you want later."

Dagur doesn't know how to take a hint, even with Toothless watching from the door. Hiccup wonders if he's the only one who can tell he's growling. His eyes are narrowed, his lips pulled back, and he is decidedly not living up to his name. Toxic green eyes track both boys across the Great Hall. Hiccup decides it's for the best if he leaves now. Dagur grabs his shoulder.

"I want to know how you did it." he growls. "How does a failure of a Viking tame a _Night Fury_ of all things?"

Hiccup doesn't flinch. If he flinches, Toothless will come inside in the most dramatic and violent way possible, and that just won't end well for anyone. Instead, he looks Dagur dead in the eye as he speaks. "I did it because I'm _not_ a Viking." His voice is quiet. "Let me go."

Dagur grins and releases his arm. "Fine, runt. But I will get my answers." He turns and walks away, reclaiming his spot next to Snotlout. It's all Hiccup can do not to run back to Toothless and the others, back to _safety_. Instead he walks as calmly as he can, struggling not to betray his fear. As soon as he crosses the threshold, Toothless pushes his head under his arm and nudges him.

'_Get on.'_

Hiccup shakes his head. "Dad said no flying until the demonstration."

Toothless snorts. _'I don't care. Get on.'_

Hiccup does as he's told. In minutes the two of them are in the sky and far away from Berk, far away from the Vikings that scare the human hatchling. In the safety of the sky, Hiccup finally allows himself to shake. "Thanks, bud."

'_You're my hatchling.'_ Toothless points out. _'I can't ignore your fear.'_

"I shouldn't be scared of him." Hiccup says quietly. "There's nothing he can do to me that hasn't already been done."

Toothless files that bit of information away for later. He wishes he could speak to someone other than Hiccup, that there was someone out there who could tell him what exactly his hatchling has been through. Hiccup will not give him specifics, but Toothless has seen the scars. If this boy is one of his tormentors, Toothless will make damn sure he pays. In the meantime, there are other things to figure out.

'_Then why are you afraid?'_

"I know what he can do to you." the boy admits. "I know what he can do to all the dragons. I can't – " He looks away, his hands shaking. "I can't _stand_ the thought of him hurting you."

There is nothing Toothless can say in the face of that. He just keeps flying until he feels the tremors leave the boy's body.

Just in time for the demonstration.
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Astrid leans against Stormfly's side. "I don't know why he's so nervous." she says to the dragon. "I mean, it's not like Stoick is gonna let anything happen to him or Toothless."

Stormfly just sits there and tolerates the attention. _'Yes. His own sire cares enough about him that he feels safer in the presence of the most terrifying dragon alive.'_ she comments. _'The hatchling has every right to be afraid.'_

Hiccup and Toothless walk up beside her. The dragons greet each other with growls and nips while Hiccup tucks his hands into his sleeves, pulling on the fabric. He won't quite meet her gaze. "I feel like I'm about to face Hookfang all over again." he admits.

Astrid shakes her head. "This is different." she says. "It's just showing off this time."

Hiccup nods. He wants to believe her. He still can't shake the fear. Whatever the tribes decide, Dagur is still a problem – and he still doesn't know what the Celts want. He doesn't trust them. "I hope you're right."

She crosses her arms over her chest. "I know I am."

Hiccup turns his attention to the dragons behind him. They aren't speaking, but he can read their body language better than a human's. He knows they're just as nervous as he is. They feel it as well, that sense that no matter how smoothly things go today, the worst is just around the corner. Hiccup didn't think things could get any worse than the constant raids, but he also knows what Viking are capable of. He knows what they will do to remove a threat, real or imagined.

He just hopes they listen to him this time. Last time he had to lose a leg to get their attention.

Stoick's voice announces them, and together the teens mount their dragons. Hiccup settles into his spot in between the Night Fury's shoulders, his metal foot sliding into the pedal like it's second nature. Toothless doesn't even have to adjust to the slight weight on his back anymore. He feels vulnerable without the saddle and false fin, feels unbalanced without Hiccup by his side. The small human has become as much a part of him as his own blood.

Then the cue comes, and they launch into the sky.
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By the time the aerial acrobatics are over, Stoick knows he's won at least half the tribes. They watch the two children with amazement, whispering to each other plans to tame their own dragons. He scans the crowd, searching for anyone who might need more persuasion.

He finds them in Dagur and the Celt woman. Dagur watches Toothless with a hunger in his eyes that Stoick doesn't trust. The Berserker tribe has never been keen on the idea of peace. Stoick just worries what Hiccup will do if Dagur tries to take Toothless.

The Celt has her gaze fixed on Hiccup, a small smile on her face. She doesn't appear to be threatening, but she's taking an awful lot of interest in his son, and that makes him nervous.

Stoick just files that information away for later. At least now he has an idea of what he's up against. He promised Hiccup that _he_ would be the one to decide the fate of the dragons. He means to keep that promise.


	6. Chapter 6

AN: I am so sorry for the long update time! I hit a writer's block with just about everything, and then I couldn't remember what I was doing with this story. So I went back and re-read everything, and now I think I remember. So here's the next chapter, and hopefully everything smooths itself out here.

**ch 6**

In the guest huts, the Celts meet long after the others have gone to sleep. The woman, Raelynn, leans against the window, staring out at the remains of the kill ring. Her guard, Lance, is the only other one awake. He leans against the opposite wall, sharpening his sword, his dragon-claw necklace glinting in the dim light of the lantern. Raelynn smiles at the night sky. "Did you see it?"

Lance grunts. "I saw a boy trying to be a man." he mutters darkly. "I don't know why he's so special."

"You weren't looking hard enough."

"Or maybe you were looking too hard." Lance finally looks up from his sword. "The child you are looking for would never _tame_ a dragon. He would become one. The idea of _taming _would repulse him." He returns his attention to his sword. "Whoever this Hiccup is, he's not what we need."

Raelynn just shakes her head. "I don't believe so. It's only been, what, six months since we got word the battles had stopped? People don't change that fast, Lance. If you wanted to hide the fact that you befriended a dragon, wouldn't it make sense to call it taming?"

Lance just snorts. "I still think he's just a stick."

"People used to say the same thing about me, you know." she says mildly. "I was small, weak, and no one believed that I would amount to anything. Now look at me."

He barely glances at her as he runs the whetstone over his blade. "Let's say he is dragonkin. What use would a sorceress like you have with something like him?"

Raelynn turns and smiles at him. "Oh, there are a great many uses for a human born with a dragon's soul, my dear." she says softly. "You'll just have to wait and see."

Lance nods and sets aside the sword. "I suppose so, Rae. I just hope you know what you're doing."

"He is still just a child. He can't stop me."

"I don't know about that. Honestly, there's not much we know about dragonkin, or the lengths they'll go to protect their adopted families. Sure, Hiccup seems attached enough to his father, but if he is what you think he is, then he'll be even more attached to the Night Fury. What do you think he'll do if he figures out why we're here?"

Raelynn smiles. "He'll kill me." she replies. "If he's any kind of dragonkin, once he realizes, he'll tear my throat out, and there will be no force that can stop him."

"So why challenge that?"

"Because I need him." Raelynn returns to staring out the window. "Nothing else has worked. It has to be him and the Night Fury." Her hand goes to the charm she wears around her throat. It's a single dragon scale hanging from a silver chain. "I don't have very long. _They_ don't have very long."

Lance just sighs. "I know, Rae."
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That night, Hiccup and Toothless sleep in the caves of the ruined kill ring with the other dragons, sheltered from the bitter cold. Hiccup curls up against Toothless's side, prosthetic off for a change, eyes half-closed as he listens to the other dragons talk. Mostly it's mindless chit-chat, so he focuses his attention on Toothless and Hookfang.

'_I saw the demonstration.'_ Hookfang says. _'Think you portrayed a convincing __**tamed**__ dragon?'_

'_I hope not.'_ Toothless grumbles good-naturedly. _'Whatever they need to think to make themselves feel safe.'_

There's a pause. Suddenly, Hookfang laughs. _'How did the hatchling convince you to let him jump off your back like that? I thought you were gonna fall out of the sky!'_

'_I felt like it. The hatchling likes trying to make my heart stop.'_ Toothless twists around a bit to nuzzle the top of Hiccup's head affectionately. Hiccup smiles. The villagers used to call him runt all the time, and many still do when they think no one else can hear them. Being called hatchling really should be the same, but Hiccup likes it. It holds none of the sarcasm and shame that runt does.

Hatchling makes him feel like he belongs.

'_I'm surprised the boy hasn't grown wings yet.'_ Hookfang comments. _'He was born for the sky.'_

Toothless groans. _'Please don't give him ideas.'_

Hiccup's eyes open for just a moment. "Wings." he murmurs. "Yeah, that might work."

Toothless nudges him a little less affectionately. _'Please stop trying to terrify me.'_

"Well, obviously I couldn't fly, but I'll bet I could build something that would help me glide." Hiccup says, and Toothless can already see the plans forming behind his eyes. "All I would need is some sturdy leather, like what I used for your fin."

The Night Fury just closes his eyes. _'Hookfang, I hate you right now.'_

Hookfang just laughs at him. _'No you don't. Besides, you know I'm right. It's only natural for a hatchling to have wings.'_

'_You're not helping.'_ Toothless glances down at Hiccup, only to find him finally sound asleep. A soft sigh escapes him. _'But you are right. A hatchling needs his own wings.'_

'_We'll teach him how to fly!'_ a Terror says, flitting over to curl up on Toothless's back. _'I'll bet he'll fly just like a Terror! It'll be great!'_

Toothless growls half-heartedly at him. Hiccup burrows closer into his side, seeking out the comforting vibrations. The sight makes Toothless hesitate for just a moment.

They call him hatchling, despite the lack of scales and wings, but sometimes, Toothless looks at Hiccup and the way he interacts with the other dragons and he wonders. There are legends among the dragons, of humans born with dragon souls, but they're only legends.

Still, it would explain a lot.
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At the top of the kill ring, Dagur watches the caves with interest. He can faintly hear the growls and chirps and trills of the dragons, and even fainter is the voice of Hiccup. He can't hear the words from this far away, but he can hear enough. Enough to know that the runt is spending the night with the dragons, enough to know that Hiccup appears to be more comfortable with _them_ than he is with humans.

Enough to know it sounds like he's _talking_ to them, just like he would talk to a human.

He smiles to himself. If the Berserkers have a Night Fury, then they can take over the archipelago and rule all of the Viking clans. Maybe they can even reach the mainland and take over the Celts.

All he has to do is get the _runt_ out of the way.

/-/

AN: Look! Plot! *points* Hopefully that intrigues you enough that you stick around for the next chapters, where things will actually start to happen, I promise!
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**ch 7**

The first week after the demonstration, things change. Several tribes go home, eager to sell the idea of training their own dragons to their tribes. Hiccup feels sick at the thought as he watches them leave. They'll be back before too long, ready for tips and their own training, and Hiccup will be the one expected to teach them. After all, he's the one who tamed a Night Fury.

Unfortunately, most of the tribes stay to get better acquainted with the idea of dragons as _pets_. Those tribes include the Berserkers and the Celts.

Sometimes, Hiccup really hates his luck.

The group of teens have appropriated the old kill ring as a training ground. It's cloudy, cold, and Hiccup wishes he was anywhere than right in between a pissed-off Fishlegs and a ruffled Snotlout. Astrid leans against Stormfly, watching the argument with interest, while the twins are on the other side of the kill ring having a staring contest. Or something. Sometimes Hiccup thinks it best to just not ask.

"I don't know what you're talking about – clearly, _I'm_ the better trainer!" Snotlout bragged.

Toothless huffs. _'Is that what they're calling it these days?'_ he mutters.

Hookfang nudges him, a raspy chuckle escaping the Nightmare. _'Let him have his delusions. They make him easier to manage.'_

That makes Stormfly laugh. _'So who's training who here?'_ she asks, voice laced with amusement.

Hiccup doesn't get the chance to follow the rest of the conversation. Now Fishlegs is in Snotlout's face, and the bigger boy looks ready to start throwing punches. Snotlout grabs the front of Fishlegs' tunic, and Hiccup takes a step forward, eyes wide. "Come on, guys, enough!" He reaches out to push them apart (or rather, to try and put himself between them before someone got hurt), but he never makes it that far.

Snotlout shoves him hard enough to knock him to the ground. Hiccup grunts at the impact, but he brushes it off. Behind him, the friendly teasing between the dragons has stopped. In fact, all conversation has stopped. He and Snotlout are now the official focus of everyone's attention. Toothless growls low in his throat, but Hiccup ignores him for the moment. He pushes himself to his feet before rounding on Snotlout and Fishlegs.

"Really guys? You're gonna fight about who's the better trainer when we haven't even been at it for that long?" he snaps. "How would you know whose better when no one is any good at it?"

"Except you." Astrid says pointedly. "You can train any dragon. It's kinda creepy."

Hiccup pinches the bridge of his nose. Toothless is still growling, but Hiccup holds up a hand, and he subsides. "It's not really training with me, okay? That's not how I see it." he protests. Astrid just rolls her eyes.

"Do you even see what you just did?" she demands. "You don't even have to try! They just like you for some reason."

_For some reason?_ That actually makes Hiccup flinch. Still, he turns his attention to Astrid. "Toothless and I are different. You can't expect it to turn out the same way."

"Why not?" Snotlout demands. He gets in Hiccup's face, forcing the smaller boy to back away and eliciting a whole new round of growls from Toothless. "What makes you and the stupid Night Fury so _special_?"

This time, Hiccup doesn't back down. Toothless's eyes flicker back and forth between his hatchling and the aggressive Viking boy threatening what's _his_. Behind Snotlout, Hookfang is just as tense as Toothless, keeping a sharp watch on the Night Fury. Something is about to change. Astrid watches the entire thing from the sidelines.

Something is different. It's not that Snotlout is about ten seconds away from punching Hiccup in the face – it's that Hiccup is staring down a fully enraged Snotlout with no fear. He's not backing down anymore or even shaking. He's just staring at the bigger boy with a look that could almost be exhaustion, and that worries Astrid.

Toothless slinks up behind Hiccup and buts his head against his rider's side, cooing softly. Hookfang backs down, retreating back to stand with Stormfly and the other dragons. Slowly, Hiccup turns away from Snotlout. Toothless huffs and walks away, Hiccup following by his side.

The dragons watch him leave before exchanging looks. Stormfly directs her attention to Hookfang, who shakes his head and huffs. Astrid watches the exchange with a small frown on her face.

Almost like they're talking to each other. Almost like they understand what almost happened.

Stormfly watches as comprehension flashes across Astrid's face. The dragon sighs. Finally, her rider _gets it. _Or at least, she's beginning to.

That could be a really good thing, or a really bad one. It all depends on where Astrid choses to stand – with Hiccup and the dragons, or with the Vikings she has been raised to become.
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Hiccup barely makes it out of the kill ring before Toothless nudges him again. _'I'm proud of you.'_ he says softly. _'Finally, there was no fear.'_

That makes the hatchling smile. "Yeah, well, kinda hard to be afraid when you have a snarling Night Fury behind you." he teases lightly. "That instills the confidence."

'_One day you'll find it in yourself.'_

"I already do. I have confidence that Snotlout would have beaten me into the ground while everyone watched if you weren't there." Hiccup retorts. "I'm not delusional. I know where my strengths are, and it's not one on one combat with him."

Toothless huffs a sigh. He really can't argue with that. He bumps his head against Hiccup affectionately, and Hiccup just laughs and throws an arm over his neck. The two of them set off for the forge, but a voice stops them.

"That was quite impressive. I don't think I've ever seen you _not_ scared of that Snot-kid." Dagur falls into step next to Hiccup. Toothless snarls at him and bumps Hiccup up onto his back. The hatchling doesn't fight him, rather taking his place in the saddle. Dagur frowns at them.

"Yeah, well, face down a giant dragon-monster and suddenly Snotlout isn't all that intimidating." Hiccup says quietly. "Why are you bothering with me?"

"I told you – I want to know how you managed to tame a Night Fury." Dagur says almost cheerfully. "There's gotta be a trick to it, right? I mean, something like _you_ couldn't possibly have done that on your own."

"Kinda did." Hiccup mutters. He's out of witty comebacks. Between Astrid's off-handed remark (for some reason) and now this – he's tired of it.

Tired of being treated like less than a Viking. More than that, less than human. Dagur is just one in a long line of people who think the world would have been better off without Hiccup in it.

Toothless, for his part, is just getting tired of people threatening _his hatchling._ He's not afraid of this snot of a Viking, and he's going to keep him away from Hiccup if it's the last thing he does. As suspicious as they are of the Celts, Dagur Toothless just hates. He snarls at the boy again, trying to drive him away.

Dagur laughs. "Oooh, a feisty one. Sure you wouldn't rather come home with me?"

'_I'd rather be skinned alive with a blunt knife.'_ Toothless growls.

Hiccup chokes on a laugh. "I'm going to take that as a no." he tells Dagur. "Leave my dragon alone."

Dagur just smiles at him. "Oh, he won't be your dragon for much longer. Not if I have my way about it." he says quietly. "See you around, Hiccup." With that he walks away from them, whistling a little as he makes his way back to the Great Hall. Hiccup and Toothless watch him go, the dragon growling lowly the entire time.

Hiccup breaks the silence. "That was emphatic."

'_I meant it.'_ Toothless growls.

"I know you did. I'm just surprised, that's all." Hiccup nudges him gently. "I wonder how far Dagur will go." he muses. "The Berserkers are one of the more influential tribes."

'_Let him try.'_ Toothless mutters darkly. _'I look forward to biting his head off.'_

Hiccup just laughs. Together the two of them make it back to the forge where Hiccup has been working on his flight suit in between projects with Gobber. He's been teaching the smith how to make saddles. He did pretty well with Toothless's tail fin, but the saddle he wears is still the original. Gobber couldn't figure it out, and the leather hadn't been that badly burnt during the fall.

Something makes his scales crawl, and he looks over his shoulder. The Celt woman stands there, smiling at the two of them. Toothless bares his teeth in a silent snarl before following Hiccup into the forge.

Raelynn laughs silently. Tonight, she'll make her move. Tonight, Hiccup will be hers.
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**ch 8**

Between the Celt woman, Dagur, and Snotlout, Toothless is starting to come to a conclusion he'd rather not reach. It's not that he has any particular emotional ties to Berk, but he knows his hatchling does, and what may be coming will break his heart.

But Toothless is nothing if not determined. He can feel the hostility growing around them, and if it comes down to it, he will do what it takes to protect Hiccup.

If things don't improve, if he believes his hatchling's life is in danger, he will leave Berk and take Hiccup with him.

He keeps those thoughts to himself during dinner. The hatchling is disturbed enough as it is without adding further stress. He holds a quiet conversation with his father, mostly about Snotlout in the ring. To be more accurate, the boy listens silently as his father tells him that he has to learn how to deal with boys like Snotlout, who are full of hot air. Hiccup simply rubs his arm during the speech, and suddenly Toothless just can't take it anymore. He growls, low in his throat. The sound silences Stoick.

"What is his problem?"

Hiccup shrugs. "He just really doesn't like Snotlout." he says quietly. "He doesn't think I need to play nice with a bully."

Stoick shakes his head. "I know it feels like it sometimes, but Snotlout really isn't a bully, son."

Toothless snorted. _'Seriously? Then what would he call it?'_

The Night Fury's indignation on his behalf seems to give Hiccup some confidence. Or maybe he's just as tired of it as Toothless is. For whatever reason, he simply rolls his eyes. "Dad, remember those times I'd come home covered in bruises? And I told you that I'd fallen down or whatever?"

"Yes."

"Those were times when Snotlout beat the crap out of me."

For a long moment, there was silence. Stoick stares at his son with something like horror. Hiccup refuses to look up from his plate. "Hiccup – you came back one night with a broken arm."

"Yeah. He got pretty rough that day." Hiccup glances over at Toothless, who has finally ceased growling. The look on his face, however, is not reassuring. He reaches out and places his hand on the dragon's head, drawing his attention back to the present. "I'm fine, bud. Honest."

Stoick processes that bit of information, then nods to himself. "I'll be having a word with Snotlout and his father tomorrow. You might want to make yourself scarce."

Hiccup looks up abruptly. "You believe me?"

"Of course I do." Stoick doesn't sound offended. If anything, he sounds angry with himself. "I wasn't the best father to ya, but I'm gonna make up for that, son. I don't know if it will help, but there will be words. No one hurts my son and gets away with it."

"And what if it doesn't help?" Hiccup can't help but ask.

"Then I give Toothless permission to eat him."

Toothless perks up considerably. _'Can I eat him just to spare us all the trouble?'_

Hiccup places his face in his hands to hide his smile. "Why do you keep telling him that? One day he might actually eat someone, and then you won't even be able to get mad at him."

"I wouldn't want to. He eats someone, that means they were threatening you. I'm okay with that." Stoick says with a grin.

"In that case, can I give him permission to eat Dagur?" Hiccup pleads. "He's the one that's gonna cause trouble, not Snotlout."

"Yeah, but Snotlout's not a leader of a tribe." Stoick points out, laughing by now. Even Hiccup has to chuckle a little. Stoick stands up. "Well, I'm off to bed. Got a whole day of cheifin' to look forward to tomorrow."

"I'm gonna stay up a little later with Toothless." Hiccup says. "The other tribes have him on edge."

"And you as well." Stoick reaches out and places a hand on his shoulder. "Relax, son. Nothing is happening on this island without my say-so."

"Thanks, Dad."
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They sleep peacefully that night. Toothless figures his main worries will begin in the morning; that's when Stoick will have words with that Snot-kid, and if anything is going to happen, it will happen after the talk. Dagur probably won't cause any trouble until later, and Toothless doesn't have a clue what the Celts are up to. So he sleeps without worries, his ears carefully tuned to his hatchling's even breaths.

It's not the creaks of wood that wakes him. After all, Stoick often comes up to the room and checks on his son. So no, the creaking wood doesn't wake him up.

No, it's the fact that Hiccup suddenly stops breathing that brings Toothless from sound asleep to wide awake in less than a second.

There's a sword at Hiccup's throat. Three Celt men stand in the room, one with the sword, the other two with their own weapons pointed at Toothless. The dragon barely notices the men. His eyes are locked onto that sword. _'Hiccup. Breathe.'_ he says softly, a growl starting low in his throat. Hiccup takes a shallow, shuddering breath.

"Hello, Hiccup." a female voice says softly. The Celt woman steps out of the shadows. Toothless snarls and starts to lunge, but Hiccup holds up a hand, stopping him. The woman smiles. "You're just as good as your reputation says. Hiccup the dragon tamer. I wonder, though, if _taming_ is really the right word."

Toothless snarls. _'Hiccup, stay still.'_

"No." Hiccup says instead, his voice still incredibly soft, and Toothless can't tell who he's actually talking to. "Who are you?"

She smiles. "My name is Raelynn, but that's not important. The chief is busy with other work, so don't expect him to come to your rescue. Or your Night Fury. My men will kill you if he moves."

Hiccup just looks at her. "It was never about Toothless. You want me." That elicits another round of Toothless snarling at Raelynn, and Hiccup once again raises his hand to stop him. The blade bites into his throat, and he flinches a little at the sharp pain. Nothing he does can stop the soft whimper from the dragon.

'_I don't care what this is about.' _Toothless begs. _'Just let me at them. I can stop them before they hurt you, you know I'm fast enough.'_ Hiccup's gaze flickers from Raelynn to the guards on Toothless before returning to the woman, a silent message Toothless understands too well. He snarls. _'No! I'm supposed to protect you, not the other way around, hatchling!'_

Raelynn's smile grows wider. "You're a smart one, too. That's good. I'll make you a deal, Hiccup of the dragons – let my men tie you up, and we won't kill your Night Fury. If you put up a fuss, though, we'll have to gut him."

Hiccup can't suppress the full-body shiver at that thought. The blade cuts a little deeper into his skin. "You can't take me without taking him." he says. "Toothless will follow you – that's assuming the other dragons don't kill you before you make it off the island."

"That won't happen." Raelynn says. "I'll kill them all first."

Hiccup's gaze takes in everything. He knows she won't stop until she gets what she wants. He knows she will kill Toothless if she thinks it will help.

"Toothless. Kill them."

'_With pleasure!'_

And the dragon attacks.


	9. Chapter 9
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**ch 9**

The meeting is a small one, thankfully. The last thing Stoick wants is to advertise the fact that that his son was bullied most of his life and he never knew. However, Spitelout called this meeting, in the middle of the night no less, and Stoick already has a pretty good idea what it's about.

"The runt is holding out, Chief." Spitelout says. "He's not teaching my boy everything he knows."

Stoick pinches the bridge of his nose. "Why should he, when Snotlout has done nothing but torment him for most of his life." he points out. "From what I understand, Hiccup is teaching the kids the same way he learned – very slowly."

"My boy doesn't need to go slow!"

He's beginning to think it might be easier on everyone if he just lets Toothless eat both of them. Then there might be peace for his family for a while. "Listen, the dragons are Hiccup's responsibility, and I'm not going to interfere with the way he chooses to teach the others. That's his decision."

"And I won't have him – "

Whatever Spitelout is about to say is cut off by the sound of a Night Fury's cry. It sends chills down Stoick's spine, and without a word to his cousin, he's out of the Great Hall and down the path to his house. The dragon's shrieks do not cease – whatever has him in an uproar is clearly still in the house. That thought alone has him running faster than he ever thought he could.

He practically breaks down the door when he realizes the screams have stopped. "Hiccup!" He runs up the stairs to Hiccup's room, throws open the door, and freezes.

There are three bodies scattered on the ground. Two of them have had their throats torn out – clearly the dragon's work. The third has been stabbed repeatedly. But it's the boy and dragon that have Stoick's complete and undivided attention.

They have the Celt woman backed against the wall. Toothless has bloodied teeth bared in a snarl, but it's his son that sends more chills through Stoick. He's crouched down on top of Toothless's back, bloodied knife raised, hands and face smeared with the Celt man's blood. He's snarling just as Toothless is, and for a brief terrifying moment, Stoick can't see his son. All he sees are two dragons who are fighting for their lives.

If Stoick speaks, they might turn on him out of instinct. If he doesn't, he's positive they will kill the Celt woman. Slowly, he takes a step forward.

"Hiccup."

His voice is quiet, but both boys attention snap to him. Toothless growls, but Hiccup places his free hand on the dragon's head, calming him. Toothless returns his attention to Raelynn. "Dad." the boy says quietly. "Can you get her out of here? I don't think you want to see what Toothless is gonna do to her." The dragon growls, and Stoick can hear the tell-tale sign of a plasma blast building in his throat. He steps in between them and the sound dies.

"Let me handle her." he says gently. He takes the woman by the arm. She allows him to lead her out of the room, unresisting. As they close the door behind them, he can hear Hiccup talking.

"I think we'd better get cleaned up before the others get here." A pause. Stoick can hear Toothless growling softly. Hiccup chuckles. "That's kinda the reaction we're trying to _avoid_, you useless reptile." Toothless grumbles. Hiccup mimics the sound back at him.

Stoick just stares at the door. He knows that, at any moment, soldiers are going to come pouring in here looking for the source of the disturbance. He knows that he's going to have to explain what he doesn't fully understand himself.

The Celt woman laughs, drawing his attention from the door. He glares at her. "What is so funny?"

She grins at him. "He's exactly what I need."

Stoick shakes his head. "Crazy woman. I'll take you to the cells until I figure out what in Thor's name is going on here."
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Needless to say, the other villagers are shocked when they learn the truth.

Toothless killed two people. More than that, _Hiccup killed_. The little runt of the village proved himself fiercer when defending a dragon than he ever did when attacking them, and everyone knows Hiccup did this thinking only of Toothless.

It doesn't take long for the village to convene. Stormfly stands beside Astrid, watching as the humans gape at the sight before them. Toothless is still smeared in blood, none of it his, and the little hatchling has blood smeared on his hands and face, a thin trail leading down his throat and into his shirt.

The dragons don't have to ask what happened. They already know.

Hookfang looks at Stormfly. _'The Celts?'_

'_I suspect so.' _ Stormfly says darkly. _'Either way, it doesn't matter.'_

The Zippleback slides into place between the two of them. _'The hatchling is growing up.'_ Barf says. _'He's shed blood.'_

'_Yes, but the humans won't understand.'_ Meatlug replies. _'He fought for Toothless.'_

They fall silent as the humans start speaking. Astrid is the first to speak. "Is it true, Chief?" she asks. "Did Hiccup really kill someone?"

Another voice sounds out. "That monster has changed the boy, Stoick!" The wrinkled old man called Mildew steps forward, taking the attention away from Astrid. "I remember a time when he couldn't have hurt a fly!"

"I don't recall his life being in danger in any of those times, either." Stoick retorts.

"Then how do you explain the Night Fury?"

'_For once, the raisin has a point.'_ Hookfang says mildly. Meatlug nudges him. Hookfang grins. _'It's the truth! He should have been killed, but he wasn't.'_

'_Just pay attention.'_ Stormfly says.

Stoick looks a little flustered. Mildew uses his silence to press his advantage. "Clearly the boy is not normal. He's no Viking, not one of us! He wouldn't kill to defend us, but he'll kill to defend that dragon – the very thing we've fought against for centuries!" He turns his attention to the crowd. "I say we get rid of the beasts, before they corrupt the rest of us!"

Before the crowd can agree or disagree, Stoick steps forward. "That's _enough_, Mildew!" he snaps, and the old man backs down quickly. Stoick turns his attention to the crowd. "Go back to your homes. Tomorrow morning, I will learn what really happened here, and then I will gather the tribe and let you know as to _my_ decision." Grumbling, the crowd slowly disperses.

Even the riders leave, but the dragons do not. Instead they gather closer, judging the situation for themselves. Hiccup turns to his father. "I'm going to the river to clean up." he says. He doesn't sound upset. If anything, he sounds hollow.

Stoick takes the dragons into consideration. If Hiccup collapses, the dragons will bring him back safe. That is the one thing Stoick is sure of right now. "Okay. When you get back, we'll have to talk about this. I'm pretty sure I know what happened, but you still need to tell me. Okay?"

Hiccup flinches. He really doesn't want to think about that. "Okay Dad." He hops up on Toothless's back, and the dragons all walk off in the direction of the river.

Stoick watches them go, a sick feeling in his gut. He's always known that he drove away his son. It looks like he may never get him back.

The dragons have taken him in.

/-/

Hiccup washes the blood from his face with shaking hands. The other dragons crowd around him, Toothless close to his side as he allows the hatchling to clean the blood from his scales. Tremors wrack the boy's body, but he keeps to his task. Toothless tolerates the extra attention for a moment before nudging his hands away.

'_You just smeared it across your face.'_ he says gently. Hiccup drops his hands, allowing the dragon to lick his face clean. The tears come quickly, and Toothless licks those away as well. The other dragons coo and warble, picking up on the hatchling's distress. The sounds are comforting, and Hiccup relaxes. Toothless finishes his task and nuzzles the boy gently. _'I am proud of you.'_

That makes the hatchling smile. "No fear." he says, his voice so quiet only a dragon could hear. The smile fades quickly. "Toothless – why was she after me?"

The Night Fury has no good answer to that. He doesn't understand fully himself. He has his suspicions about this Viking child that calls all dragons friends, but those are his thoughts alone. So he gives the best answer he can.

'_Because you are our hatchling, and hatchlings are always coveted by those who do not have them.'_

Slowly, Hiccup nods. "Then I can't rely on you to protect me all the time. I have to be able to do it myself, so I can protect you."

Toothless offers him a gum smile. _'I'd say you already can.'_ He raises his wing. _'I think Stoick can wait for us a while longer. Sleep. We'll keep watch.'_

Hiccup takes the offered comfort. Before long, all the dragons have fallen asleep, the others a circle of protection around Toothless, who in turn protects their hatchling.

They will face the consequences of their actions in the morning.
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**ch 10**

When the dragons haven't returned by sunrise, Stoick goes out looking for them.

It doesn't take him long. They're out by the river, the entire group of dragons that used to be held in the kill ring, along with a bunch of Terrible Terrors. Toothless lounges on the bank, Hiccup curled up against his side with his knees pulled up against his chest. The others are fishing – or rather, the Nadder is fishing. It looks like the Nightmare is taunting her while the Gronkle eats rocks. The Zippleback is just ignoring them all and watching the Terrors play.

From where he's standing, the dragons can't scent him – but he _can_ hear everything.

Hiccup is laughing, the sound light and carefree – something Stoick hasn't heard in quite some time. "That's not nice, Hookfang!" he reprimands, his tone teasing. The Nightmare growls at him. Hiccup just laughs some more. "No! Come on – really? That's not even a good insult."

The Nadder chirps and catches another fish, tossing this one to Hiccup. He catches it easily and offers it to Toothless. The dragon grunts and nudges the fish back to him. Hiccup rolls his eyes. "And what am I supposed to cook it on? My peg?" Stoick flinches at the casual mention of the prosthetic. Toothless growls and nudges it again. Hiccup shakes his head. "Nope. Not happening. I will throw up."

Stoick can't wrap his mind around this. He knows Toothless, at least, understands. The dragon is frighteningly intelligent. However, that doesn't explain everything. It doesn't explain why the dragons are gathered around this scrap of a boy, like protecting him is the only thing they want to do. It doesn't explain why Hiccup is talking to them like he's carrying on a conversation.

It's one thing for Toothless to understand him. It's a whole different matter for Hiccup to understand Toothless.

One of the Terrors darts up to him and hands him a stick. Hiccup spears the fish and holds it out. The Terror flames it, cooking it for the boy. Hiccup smiles and crosses his legs, letting the Terror curl up in his lap. "Thanks, Sharpshot." he says. The dragon trills happily and nuzzles the boy's stomach. Toothless huffs. Sharpshot hisses at him. Toothless just rolls his eyes and nudges Hiccup. Hiccup laughs. "I'm eating, Mr. Bossy!"

There is no evidence in the boy's eyes of the previous night. For a moment, Stoick can almost forget that not twelve hours prior, his son stabbed a man to death. Almost.

It's there in the way Hiccup leans against the Night Fury's side, the way Stormfly fishes for him, the way the dragons have always come together to protect the boy. Hiccup, son of Stoick the Vast, is more comfortable – more _at home_ – with fire-breathing dragons than he is with other Vikings. It's a harsh truth that he just can't ignore anymore.

He takes a step forward, drawing the attention of everyone. Hiccup smiles at him. "Morning Dad."

"Morning." Stoick stands there awkwardly. It's like he's been transported back in time before the whole mess with the Queen. He no longer knows how to relate to his own son, and it's all because the image of him hissing and spitting like a dragon is burned into his mind. Finally, he sighs. "We need to talk about last night."

Toothless narrows his eyes at the chief. Hiccup sighs. He almost sets aside his fish, but Toothless growls at him. Hiccup holds up the roasted animal. "Mind if we talk while I eat? Stormfly did catch it for me."

Stoick nods. At least the dragons make sure he takes care of himself. Hiccup takes another bite and swallows before speaking again. "What do you want to know?"

"What happened."

Hiccup stares down at his lap for a moment, collecting his thoughts. When he looks up, there's a strength there Stoick wasn't expecting. Hiccup has done his grieving for his actions. The regret is gone. "Raelynn wanted me. She threatened Toothless to get me. So I told him to attack her. One of her men came after me, and I grabbed my knife. I don't really remember much after that."

Stoick doesn't want to ask the question, but he has to. "Why does Raelynn want you?"

The boy's gaze drops back to his lap. Toothless nudges him with his nose, cooing softly. Hiccup sighs. "No time like the present, right bud?" His voice is barely above a whisper, and for a moment Stoick thinks he imagined hearing it. Without looking up, Hiccup speaks.

"I asked Toothless the same thing last night. He said people who don't have hatchlings are always jealous of those who do."

"Hatchling? What – " Suddenly the rest of what his son just said catches up with him. Stoick blinks. "Wait – you _asked_ Toothless? And he _responded_?"

Hiccup flashes him a small, sardonic smile. "What, I never told you I can understand dragon speech?"

Stoick feels like he's been hit in the face with a bludgeon. "For how long?"

"My entire life." Hiccup presses himself closer to Toothless. The little Terror in his lap – Sharpshot, he called it – perks up and stares at Stoick, as if knowing that he is the cause of Hiccup's distress. "During the raids, I could hear things that didn't make sense unless it was coming from the dragons. So I ignored it. I'm different enough – I didn't want to know what would happen if the village found out. When I found Toothless, he never spoke to me because he knew I wouldn't understand. I thought maybe I was imagining it."

"Are ya sure yer not?"

Hiccup shakes his head. "They talk to me all the time now. I talk with them. As far as I know, I'm the only one who understands them. So they – they kinda adopted me. I'm their hatchling."

Toothless swings his tail around so Hiccup is half-sheltered by the limb. _'My hatchling.'_ he mutters darkly. Hiccup just laughs.

"Okay, fine, Mr. Bossy – _your_ hatchling."

Stoick can't take it. "Yer my son." His voice is so quiet he's almost sure Hiccup didn't hear him, but the boy's gaze snaps back to him, eyes wide. Stoick takes a step forward, continuing, his voice gaining strength and volume as he goes. "Yer _my son,_ Hiccup. You are a Viking, _my_ boy, the future chief of this tribe. I know I haven't been a good father to ya, but that doesn't change the fact that _I'm your father._ Not this _animal,_ I don't care if you understand them or not!"

Toothless snarls. _'Hiccup hasn't been __**yours**__ since you disowned him. __**You**__ threw him away, Viking Chief, and __**I **__have the right to claim him. He belongs with __**us.**__'_

Never let it be said that dragons are not possessive little jerks. The thought echoes dimly in Hiccup's head as he stares blankly at Stoick. The chief holds out his hand. "Come on, Hiccup. Let's go home. We'll sort out this mess together." His voice gentles, a welcoming smile on his face.

All Hiccup has ever wanted is his father's approval. Once, he would have done anything to get it. Now – well, now he has conditions. If Stoick didn't understand this the first thousand arguments, Hiccup will make sure he understands it this time. He shakes his head.

"No."

By now they have all the dragons attention. Hiccup stares up at his father, not bothering to stand. The Night Fury glares at the Viking chief, growling low in his throat. Stoick glances around him. All the dragons are tense, ready for a fight, but Toothless is the only one actively threatening him. Even the Terrors have picked up on the stress.

Hiccup places a hand on Toothless's shoulder. "I'm your son, but I'm also _their hatchling_. You need to get used to that." Suddenly he laughs. "And let's face it, I'm no Viking. Or a chief. We all know Snotlout or Astrid will be made chief instead of me." Stoick flinches ever-so-slightly, and Hiccup nods. "Yep, I knew about that. Have for a while, actually. If Astrid won the training competition, you were gonna announce it after she killed Hookfang. You still should. She'd make a great chief."

Stoick swallows. "Hiccup."

"It's okay, Dad. Go back to the village. I'll be there before midday. We can hash it out then."

There's nothing more he can do. Stoick just nods and walks away.

/-/

"So – what was it like?"

Raelynn's head snaps up. Berk doesn't really have cells. She's in one of the old dragon pens in the kill ring. It's just as effective as a jail – she's not going anywhere.

On the other side of the bars stands Dagur and Lance. Her companion has his arms crossed over his chest, a small smirk on his face. Dagur watches her with wide eyes, a maniacal grin on his face. She can see where he gets the 'deranged' moniker. Slowly, she stands up.

"Be more specific, please."

Dagur grins. "Going against the Night Fury. What was it like?"

She smiles. "Terrifying."

That makes Dagur laugh. "Excellent!" With one finger, he beckons her towards him. She obliges, coming to stand right next to the bars. Dagur leans in, his voice a conspiratorial whisper. "I want that Night Fury. You want its rider. What do you say me and you go after them together, and split the goods?"

For a moment, there is silence. Raelynn contemplates this. Slowly, she smiles.

"You have a deal."
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**ch 11**

It takes a few days. Astrid notices the rift growing between father and son first. Hiccup spends even more time with Toothless, but he's no longer kept busy training the new riders. Snotlout has been trying to learn faster on his own, and Hookfang keeps burning his butt every time. Every time the dragon shows a marked preference for Hiccup's company, Snotlout gets even angrier.

It's not just Hookfang, though – all the dragons prefer Hiccup above even their riders. Even the dragons who normally won't come into the village will follow Hiccup through the streets, flying overhead and flanking him like they're his bodyguards. When the village runt spends time in the forge, working on some project of his, the dragons are nearby. Toothless is always by Hiccup's side, even in the forge where dragons are not usually allowed, but Gobber gave up on keeping him out long ago.

Three days after the _incident_, as the village is calling it, Astrid finds Hiccup in the forge, adjusting something. She blinks. He's traded out his usual green tunic and vest for a more durable, leather bodysuit. She can see thin leather flaps at his legs that he's currently tucking into pockets on his calves, but she can't fathom their purpose.

"What are you doing?"

He looks up at her. "Making outfits." he says with a wry smile.

"The last time you said that, I met a Night Fury." Astrid points out dryly. "So do I get to meet a new dragon, or is this just code for something?"

"Actually, I really am making outfits." he says. He spreads his arms out, showing off the leather coverings. "What do you think?"

Astrid frowns. "What are they supposed to be?"

Hiccup grins. "Wings."

Toothless growls. _'I really hate Hookfang.'_

Hiccup just laughs and places a hand on his head. The dragon purrs at the attention. Astrid crosses her arms over her chest. "Wings. You built yourself wings."

"Yep."

'_You sound entirely too pleased with yourself.'_ Toothless snips. Hiccup just flashes him a grin. Toothless sighs. _'Just promise me you'll only test that thing out around me.'_

"Of course." Hiccup replies. Astrid gives him a strange look, but she seems to shrug it off. Instead she circles him, examining the suit as he takes the flaps and tucks them away where they belong. Hiccup arches an eyebrow at her. "Looking for something, Astrid?"

"Your common sense." she says flatly. "Dragons fly. Humans don't."

Hiccup shrugs. "Maybe."

"There is nothing_ maybe_ about it." she snaps. "Have you told your father about this?"

That makes the scrawny boy laugh. "Dad and I are having disagreements that go beyond whether or not I think jumping from a dragon in midair is a good idea." he points out. "I'm sure you've noticed."

"You don't seem upset by that."

"I'm not. I learned seven months ago that I don't need Dad's approval anymore. He just hasn't figured that out yet." They walk through the village, and as usual, the dragons gather. A few Nadders fly overhead; Hiccup looks up at them and waves. As usual, the little Terror Sharpshot is soon riding Hiccup's shoulder, sniffing at the new clothing and chattering aimlessly at him.

At least, it sounds aimless to Astrid. It doesn't take long for her to notice that Toothless occasionally returns the chatter with growls and coos of his own – or that Hiccup occasionally glances at them as if tracking the conversation.

Astrid is not a stupid girl. She really wants to beat her head against a wall right now. How long has it taken her to notice this? "The dragons are talking to each other, aren't they?" she asks. Hiccup nods absently, his focus more on the Terror and Night Fury than her. Her next words, though, make his head snap around and bring his focus entirely to her.

"You can understand them."

His eyes widen slightly. Before he can say anything, she continues. "You can. You can understand them. How did I not see this before?" She's pacing now, walking back and forth in front of him, and if his outfit wasn't drawing strange looks, she is. Hiccup calmly grabs her arm and pulls her out of the village center, finding a more private spot to have this conversation. In between two unoccupied houses is the best they're going to get.

"Astrid – "

"No. How long?"

Hiccup sighs. "My whole life."

"Does your dad know?"

"Hence the argument." Hiccup says wryly. "Listen, Astrid, you can't tell anyone."

"Of course not!" Astrid almost explodes. "It's insane! The villagers would kill you – you realize walking around with that stupid suit on is only going to make things worse, forget being able to _understand dragons_? Do you realize – "

"_Yes I realize!"_ Hiccup's shout silences Astrid more effectively than a slap to the face. "You don't think I know exactly what this means? I've lived my _entire life_ knowing that if the wrong person found out, I would _die._ You don't think Mildew would use this against me – or even Snotlout? What about Dagur or any of the other tribes?" All the will seems to leave him in a rush, and he sags against Toothless. He stares at his feet, no longer able to look at Astrid.

"You don't think I know how much everyone will hate me?"

For a long moment, there is absolute silence. The only sound is the low growls coming from Toothless. Hiccup leans into his side, letting the vibrations calm him. Astrid finally speaks.

"I don't hate you, Hiccup."

He looks at her from under his bangs. "You don't?"

"No. It's just crazy, that's all." She kicks at the dirt. "You know, a whole lot of things suddenly make sense now. No wonder all the dragons listen to you."

A small smile touches Hiccup's face, but only for a moment. "They don't listen to me. They just like me."

"Same thing." Astrid steps forward and hugs him. "Listen, Hiccup – no matter what, I've got your back, okay?"

Hiccup hugs her back. "Thank you."

From the edge of the alley, Dagur watches them with a smile. So the runt can understand dragons.

That just made his job much easier.
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**ch 12**

The next day, Stoick calls a village meeting to discuss the 'incident' involving the Celts. As his eyes skim the crowd, he sees Hiccup standing in the front with Toothless by his side, the riders off to the left with their dragons, and Dagur with the Berserkers to the right. The rest of the tribe waits eagerly for his words. Even the dragons have gathered around, waiting to hear the news.

It almost freaks Stoick out. He clears his throat. "I have spoken with Hiccup at length about what happened four days ago." he announces. "My son acted in self-defense. He will not be punished for his actions."

The dragons seemed to relax. The Vikings, however, stiffen up. Stoick isn't sure which group worries him more – his stubborn Viking tribe who will never accept that little toothpick Hiccup is actually capable of killing _anything_ or the equally stubborn dragons who have decided that the same toothpick is worthy of their protection. Right now the dragons outnumber the Vikings. There are actually dragons there that Stoick doesn't recognize, although Hiccup's gaze finds each of them like they're long-lost friends.

"What would the Celts want with a stick like Hiccup?" Snotlout sneers. Hookfang huffs.

'_Here we go again.'_

'_Your fault for picking the human.'_ Meatlug points out.

'_How was I supposed to know he has a deep-seated hatred of the hatchling?'_ The question is rhetorical, and the dragons take it as such. They return their attention to the proceedings.

Stoick scowls at Snotlout. "It will be up to Raelynn to answer that question." he says flatly.

"I think the boy is lying!" And of course, there's Mildew. Stoick sincerely wishes he could order Toothless to eat _him_. "What use would any self-respecting leader of a tribe find in that fishbone? He's nothing – he's not strong like the rest of us. The only thing he's _good at_ is managing those scaly beasts!"

"Something the rest of us could do if he would just _teach us._" Spitelout says, one hand on Snotlout's shoulder. Snotlout crosses his arms over his chest and glares up at Hookfang. The dragon barely acknowledges him. His focus is entirely on Stoick, the deep breath he takes, the way he squares his shoulders.

"My son cannot _teach you_ the kind of bond he has with Toothless." he says flatly. "They have relied on each other for longer than we've been dealing with the dragons. If you want that level of respect, you'll have to figure it out yourself."

Hiccup relaxes. Toothless nudges his shoulder. _'I doubt he'd tell anyone.'_

"I'm not sure." Hiccup responds quietly.

This time Dagur steps forward. "You haven't explained his bond with the rest of the dragons." he says, his voice carrying over the crowd. Toothless growls low in his throat. Hiccup flinches. Dagur takes a step forward, smiling the entire time. "I understand why the Night Fury is so loyal to him – but what about the other dragons? Why are they loyal to him?"

'_Can I eat him now?'_ Toothless mutters. He raises his head and turns his attention to the other dragons. _'Stormfly, get the Nadders in the air. I have a feeling we're about to need the help."_ Stormfly nods sharply. Without warning, she takes to the sky with a dragon's call. The other Nadders in the group join her, circling the proceedings.

This worries Stoick. A lot. He looks to Hiccup, but the boy is focused on Dagur, watching him warily. Dagur slowly approaches the pair, and Hiccup places himself between the Berserker and the Night Fury. Dagur smiles. It's not a sane smile.

"What's the matter, Hiccup? Afraid I'll take away your _pet_?"

"Toothless is not my pet." Hiccup says quietly.

"So you keep saying. But why, I wonder?" Dagur's smile morphs into a terrifying grin. "Could it be that you understand them?"

The crowd goes deadly quiet. Hiccup's mind goes completely blank. He hadn't realized anyone overheard his conversation with Astrid. Now he wishes he paid better attention.

Mildew blinks. "The boy understands dragons?"

Dagur doesn't even look at him. "You've been able to hear them your whole life, haven't you?" he says, taking another step towards Hiccup. "You're worse than useless – _you're cursed._ Maybe that's why Valka died when you were born."

A ripple runs through the crowd. Toothless glances up at Hiccup. The boy has gone stock-still, barely breathing, his hands clenched into fists at his side. His scent reeks of terror and anger and confusion.

"Don't you dare talk about my mother." The hatchling's voice is barely a whisper, but it carries across the silent crowd. Dagur laughs.

"You must have pissed Odin off, and instead of killing you, he took it out on Valka." He leans forward. "You're not just a coward – you're a _murderer._"

Toothless snaps at him. _'Don't touch him!'_

Dagur grins. "What's the matter, Hiccup? Doesn't your dragon know what kind of Viking you are? You speak with them – maybe you're more _dragon_ than you are _Viking!_"

Hiccup's scent changes in a blink. The anger is still there, and the confusion, but the terror is gone. It's replaced by a fierce determination, and Toothless can't help but growl in approval.

"Maybe I am." Hiccup announces. "Maybe I've always been. And maybe that's been my problem all along."

Stoick presses his fingers to his forehead. Before he can speak up, Spitelout takes up the argument.

"The boy is obviously sick, Stoick! We should separate him from the dragons until we figure out what to do with him!" Most of the Vikings cheer at that, the notable exception being the teenage riders. Even Snotlout looks uneasy – clearly, this is not the path he wanted the conversation to take. Stoick just stares at Spitelout.

"And how do you plan on keeping Toothless away from Hiccup?"

"Put the beast in chains!" Mildew spits out. "Chain the dragon, and lock the boy away! We'll know what to do with them by the morning!" The cry is taken up by the entire village, but the fear never returns to Hiccup. Instead he turns and shoves Toothless hard. The dragon doesn't move – Hiccup doesn't have the strength.

"Toothless, go!"

The dragon's head snaps around to him. _'What?'_

"Go! Get out of here! Don't let them chain you up!"

'_And what about you!'_

"I'll be fine – Dad won't let them hurt me!" His eyes fill with tears. "Please, Toothless – let me protect you for once."

The dragon's eyes flicker from his hatchling to the crowd of Vikings, debating his options. The Nadders circle overhead, waiting his command. Instinct is screaming at him, demanding he take his hatchling and _fly_, to burn these humans who dare threaten what's his. His hatchling is begging him to flee, to protect himself and the fragile peace they've managed to obtain.

He turns and nudges the boy hard, almost knocking him over. _'I'm coming back for you, hatchling.'_

Hiccup nods. "I know."

Hating himself, Toothless turns and bounds off away from the crowd, away from Hiccup, away from the other dragons. He wants, more than anything, to turn back and destroy them all. But Hiccup doesn't want him to, and so Toothless won't.

Not yet.

In the village, Hiccup turns and smiles at Dagur. "You want my dragon? You can't have him. I earned his loyalty, and you can't take that away."

Dagur snarls at him. "You'll be locked away, and I'll be on the hunt. _I will get that dragon._"

Gobber comes up and takes Hiccup by the arm. "C'mon, kid." he says gently. "Just for the night, alright?"

Hiccup nods and raises his chin, refusing to look down. He's always known things would come to this, once the other tribes arrived.

Now it's just a matter of surviving the night.
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**ch 13**

Hiccup sits in the cell, humming quietly to himself while he draws in the dirt with a stick. He'd draw on the walls, but he doesn't have any chalk. The stick will do just fine for now.

It's exceptionally dark inside the cell. There's only a single torch to provide light, and it's barely enough. Lucky for Hiccup, he's always had good vision. He can see well enough to amuse himself until dawn. He won't sleep – not as long as Toothless is out there, and Dagur is hunting him. He doubts the Berserker will ever find him; Toothless is a creature of the night, and the other dragons will protect him.

_But he can't fly without me, and I'm stuck in here._

He wonders briefly if Astrid will find the new contraption he made for Toothless, then decides it doesn't matter. The plan was to give him the gift at Snoggletog. Now he decides to give it to the dragon once they get out of this mess.

Toothless needs to be able to fly without him.

Footsteps disturb his thoughts and his drawings. He looks up. He can hear voices, a deep male voice he doesn't recognize – and Raelynn. His blood runs cold. Stoick put him right next to the woman who tried to kill both himself and Toothless.

The door to his cell opens. Raelynn stands there, along with her bodyguard – the man with the dragon claw necklace. Hiccup feels physically ill looking at him. Raelynn steps into the cell, and the boy recoils. Raelynn smiles. "Hello, Hiccup. Are you ready to come with me?"

With sickening clarity, he understands. Raelynn gets him. Dagur gets Toothless. Slowly, he pushes himself to his feet and picks up his stick. It's not thick, but he might get in a few good hits before it breaks. Lance smiles tightly at him.

"I wouldn't try it, kid." he warns.

"You set Dagur on Toothless." Hiccup says, voice shaking just a bit. "If anything happens to him, I will _end you_."

Raelynn laughs. "I told you he is perfect."

Lance nods. "Yeah, I can see it now." He takes a step forward, towering over Hiccup. The boy simply glares at him. Hiccup's hands shake, and he's pretty sure his entire body is trembling, but he doesn't back down. Lance just smiles faintly. "One way or the other, kid, you're coming with us. You want to come quietly and not get hurt?"

Hiccup shakes his head. "I'm going to make you work for it."

Lance shrugs. "As you wish."

/-/

Dragons have keen hearing.

They have to. They need to hear prey while in the air with the wind whistling past them. That awesome sense of hearing has other uses as well. It's how Toothless heard Hiccup when he was in trouble in the kill ring. The dragons rely heavily on their hearing to protect their chosen humans, their senses especially tuned to their riders.

But to the hatchling most of all.

The cells are too far away from the village for any human to hear. But Hiccup screams, full of fury and _fear_, and the dragons hear it.

Hookfang's head snaps up. _'Hiccup!'_

Stormfly growls. _'Go! Take Barf-Belch. Meatlug and I will keep with Toothless.'_ Hookfang nods and takes flight with the Zippleback. Ruffnut and Tuffnut immediately complain, but the dragons ignore them. Snotlout yells something, but Hookfang doesn't bother to respond. He glances back long enough to see Astrid watch Stormfly and Meatlug fly away before running towards the cells, the other kids following her. He nods to himself.

'_They won't make it.'_ the Zippleback says. _'They're too slow.'_

'_Probably.' _Hookfang admits. Below them, they hear the shriek of Night Fury rage. In the sky, Toothless is the fastest dragon around. Grounded as he is without the hatchling, Hookfang and Barf-Belch will get there long before he will, and he knows it. Barf-Belch sighs.

Toothless won't make it either.

They land at the cells. Everything is eerily quiet. Hookfang growls low in his throat. Looks like none of them made it.

Toothless, Stormfly, and Meatlug arrive shortly after them. The cells are empty. Blood is fresh on the ground, the scent thick and cloying. A broken twig lies next to the blood, and Toothless sniffs it carefully.

Hookfang flinches at the Night Fury's enraged shriek.

Stormfly nudges him. _'The hatchling is alive. They would have left him if he wasn't.'_

'_I know.'_ Toothless takes a shuddering breath. _'The Celts are close to the mainland. Too far away to swim, and I can't fly.'_

'_That's assuming she even took him back to the Celts.'_ Barf-Belch says. Meatlug growls at him. One of the heads snaps at her. _'It's a truth we need to consider. We don't know where he is.'_

Toothless sniffs around. There has to be some kind of clue, something that will tell him where his hatchling is, but he can't find it. The ground is trampled, and Hiccup's blood stains the dirt, and Toothless can't scent anything beyond the terror that his hatchling is gone from him.

Hookfang shakes his head. _'That doesn't change anything. The Celt island is the best place to start. At the very least, the dragons that live there would be able to tell us something.'_

'_Then how do you propose we get Toothless there?'_ Stormfly demands. _'We can't leave him here. It's his hatchling!'_

For a moment, the dragons just consider. Toothless paces, sniffing almost frantically at the ground. Suddenly, he pauses. _'The forge.'_

Hookfang blinks. _'Say what?'_

'_The forge. Hiccup has been working on something in secret. If it's a way to help me fly on my own, then it's in the forge.'_

Stormfly nods. _'I'll get Astrid. We're gonna need her help getting it on.'_ With that she takes the air while the other dragons walk to the forge. Toothless stays in the shadows, watching. Dagur is still searching for him, will be for a long time. Until he can get in the air, he won't endanger the other dragons by making it easy for the psycho to find him.

His gaze, however, keeps going back to the harbor. The Celt ship is already gone. They had this whole thing planned from the start.

There's a sharp ache in his chest. How could he have left his hatchling so unprotected?

_I'm just like Stoick. I left him alone when it mattered the most._

With a vicious shake, he chases the thoughts away. He has a hatchling to save, and he'll make up for it. He swears it.
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**ch 14**

Hiccup wakes up in the bottom of a ship, arms twisted around his back, wrapped around a mast, and tied at the wrists. It's not a comfortable position. At least they didn't take his prosthetic. If he can get his hands free, he might just make them regret that.

For the moment, he stays completely still. It's a habit he picked up on after so many years at Snotlout's not-so-tender mercies. He stays still, makes sure he can move when he needs to, and tries to listen in and see if he's alone yet. Aside from a throbbing headache, he appears to be fine. He also seems to be alone – all of the voices are muffled, seeming to come from above him.

He lifts his head and opens his eyes.

There's a Terror sitting in his lap, a chain around her neck with the other end bolted to the floor. She cocks her head to the side and stares at him. _'Hello.'_

He smiles. "Hi." His voice is quiet and raspy, but the little dragon hears him anyway. She blinks in surprise.

'_Wow. She finally did it. She found a human hatchling.'_ The Terror coos softly at him. _'I'm sorry, little one.'_

Hiccup frowns. "Why are you sorry? You didn't do this to me."

'_I know what is coming, and if you are lucky, you won't survive it.'_

He swallows hard. "That bad?" The Terror nods. Hiccup pulls at the ropes, trying to wiggle his hands free. He feels the ropes start to burn, but he keeps steadily tugging at them. The Terror just stares at him. He offers her a smile. "It's okay. We're gonna get out of here."

'_You sound very certain.'_

"Yeah, well, there's gonna be a pissed-off Night Fury coming after their butts as soon as he finds my present." he muses. "Toothless isn't gonna take this very well."

The Terror tilts her head. _ 'Toothless? You named a Night Fury, and he let you?'_

"He didn't have much of a choice." Hiccup admits. "I kinda shot him down, and if he wanted to get back in the sky, he had to learn to trust me. Besides, when I met him, I didn't realize I could understand dragons." He smiles faintly at her. "Speaking of, what's your name?"

The Terror makes a chirping sound that Hiccup knows is laughter. _'I no longer have a name. I am just a Terror.'_

"That's not right. Everyone has a name."

'_Tell me about the dragons you know. Tell me how you learned their names.'_

So he does. Hiccup spends the next two hours telling the little Terror everything – from shooting down Toothless to finding him, getting him back in the sky, defying the village with Hookfang, and ultimately losing his leg against the Red Death. He tells her how the others adopted the ring dragons and gave them names, how they all work together to train the dragons.

The Terror stares at him. _'Train?'_

He grimaces. "I can't very well tell them the dragons only listen to me because I understand them, now can I?" he retorts. "If that's what it takes for them to understand for now, then that's exactly what I'll tell them." He twists his wrists and smiles bitterly. "Well, it doesn't matter anymore. They know now. They turned against me."

The Terror tilts her head to side and stares at him. _'So what are you going to do about this current predicament you're in, hatchling?'_

Hiccup smiles. "Something crazy."

'_Good.'_ She curls up in his lap and stares up at him. The chain pulls a little, but she pays it no mind. _'Now, when you do your crazy thing, this is what you need to know, hatchling.'_

/-/

The dragons and Astrid find themselves in the forge. Astrid looks around. "So what are you after?" she asks. Toothless huffs and nudges past her. He growls at Hookfang, who simply nods and takes position by the door along with the others. Astrid follows Toothless. "I don't know where Hiccup keeps his stuff. He's a really private person." she tells the dragon. She'd feel silly talking to him, if it wasn't for the look he gave her. That look clearly said _I know and that's not why you're here._ She grimaces. "Sorry. You know him better than the rest of us, don't you?" He huffs.

In the back of the forge is a sheet covering a small room. Toothless shoves it aside and curls up against the far wall. The place is filled with the scent of fire, charcoal, paper, and metal. It's a scent that Hiccup carries with him wherever he goes, the scent that defines who he is, and it makes Toothless croon sadly. Astrid follows him inside.

"Oh, wow." Her eyes are wide. The small room is the perfect size for Hiccup, with a desk shoved to the opposite wall where Toothless lay and papers rolled up, tucked away, and spread out across the desk in a haphazard mess. Pinned to the wall over the desk are hundreds of sketches of Toothless, most of his tail and wings, a few full bodied shots that he must have done while the dragon slept, and one portrait of the dragon in full flight with a small figure perched on his back.

There are other sketches of the other dragons, but Toothless dominates this room just as he dominates Hiccup's thoughts. Astrid sighs.

"Yeah, I don't know him at all." she whispers. Toothless just growls at her. Astrid startles. "Right. There's something in here you want." She starts gently putting the papers aside, looking for any kind of hiding place that would fit a creation.

Behind her, Toothless curls up into as tight of a ball as he can manage, unable to stop a soft whimper. Astrid glances at him before resuming her search, paying close attention to the stacks of paper under the desk.

"This isn't your fault, you know." Another glance at Toothless, but the dragon doesn't seem to hear her. She continues. "You wouldn't have left him if he hadn't told you to. You would have torn them apart. I remember what it was like after the Island." Toothless growls at that, but doesn't move. Astrid keeps going. "You wouldn't leave his side. You wouldn't even let Stoick get close, although I don't blame you. You must have been scared of him. Could you tell he was Hiccup's dad?"

Toothless snorts. _'He's no sire. A sire doesn't abandon his hatchling.'_

"I guess you're not impressed. I haven't seen a lot of dragon parenting, but I imagine you guys do it the same way you do everything else. With all you've got." She pauses in her search, then chuckles. "No wonder you like Hiccup so much. He does things the same way. He never could stop once he set his mind to something. Which is how he got you, I guess."

'_I never thought I would be thankful to be grounded.'_ Toothless murmurs, examining his new tail fin. _'But that's what it took to find my hatchling. I'd give up my other fin to keep him.'_ His eyes narrow as he examines the Viking girl. _'Not that you would know anything about that, would you? All you have ever wanted is to be the best. You probably would have killed him if I hadn't stopped you, wouldn't you? You were certainly angry enough for it.'_ She continues her search, completely ignorant to his words. He sighs. _'Sometimes not being able to talk to you is a pain in the ass. I wish you knew just how little I trust all of you. Maybe then you'd leave my hatchling alone.'_

"What is this?" Astrid pulls a large box out from under the desk. Toothless perks up, watching over Astrid's shoulder as she opens the box and examines the inside.

It's a new tail fin, this one with gears and levers instead of a rope and pulley. There's no saddle. There is, however, a note and a diagram of how to put on the new tail. Astrid pulls out the diagram and takes a look. "This is pretty detailed. I think I can put the new fin on without too much trouble." She turns to Toothless. "What do you think?"

The dragon doesn't respond. His gaze is fixed on the letter. Hiccup had managed to teach Toothless the basics of reading, and clearly, this letter was meant for him. It's written in the simplest Norse, easy for him to understand. Astrid shrugs and moves around him. He hardly realizes it as she gently removes the fin and saddle from his back and begins attaching the new fin.

_Toothless, I'm so sorry. This should have been a present. Be safe, okay?_

_Your hatchling_

Astrid tightens one last strap around his tail, drawing his attention to her again. "Okay, how does that feel?"

He flexes his tail. The new false fin moves perfectly with the real one, the soft clicking of gears and the glint of metal the only signs of the prosthetic.

Dragons can't cry. Toothless wants to cry. He wants to howl at the sky at the sheer _unfairness_ of this.

He never wanted his flight if it meant losing his hatchling.

He digs his claws into the ground and darts out of the forge. _'Stay with the others!' _he orders. _'Sharpshot, I need you to come with me. I'll get a start on finding that damned ship. You make sure Dagur doesn't follow me.'_

Stormfly nods. _'With pleasure. We'll be with you as soon as we finish up here.'_

'_What about our riders?' _Meatlug asks. _'They won't understand.'_

'_The humans will figure it out and set sail.'_ Barf-Belch replies. _ 'They'll go with them. Right now, the hatchling is more important.'_

Toothless doesn't wait for them to figure it out. With a shrill cry, he launches himself into the air.

_I'm coming for you, Hiccup. Just hold on._
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